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Next Sunday is Pledge Sunday/Stewardship Sunday, which means that most of us have begun to ponder what amount we will put on the pledge card for 2003. What will each of us give to support this church’s mission and ministry in the coming year?
 
Some may say, “Give as you have been blessed.” We all have many blessings. But if we’ve had a bad week or a bad year in the stock market, we could say “I’ve been cursed, not blessed. So, I’m reducing my pledge for next year. I tried giving to God, but now it seems that God owes me!”
 
This line of thinking reminds me of the corny old mountain joke about the preacher who was launching into his sermon; and as he got warmed up, he said, “Friends, I think it’s time this church stopped crawling and started to walk.” The people said, “Amen.” Then he said, “Not only should we walk, but it’s time this church started to run.” “Amen,” the people said. “Not only should we walk and run, we need some new light fixtures in this sanctuary, and we need $5000.” One of the old timers on the back row said, “Let ‘er walk, preacher, let her walk.”
 
Why do we give? We could give as we have been blessed. Give out of gratitude for God’s blessings, God’s grace. But we could also give because we want to support the ministries for good that this church provides. A member of this church has said, “I give to Watts Street Baptist Church because this church is one of finest forces for good that I know.” We believe in the mission and ministry of this church. We support the energetic ministry Diane leads in our work with children and their families. (Last Sunday we saw dozens of children singing in worship, reading Scripture, and offering prayers.)
 
We want to support the vigorous youth ministry led by Kacey Reynolds and her team of youth leaders. A few months ago we witnessed our youth leading a Youth Sunday worship that left us energized and inspired. We support the worship life of this congregation, with effective anthems by the choirs and stirring music by the organ. 
 
We want to support the teaching ministry here—lifelong Christian education. We want to keep supporting this church being a light in this city, a beacon of justice and compassion. We give our money because we want to make sure that we have a strong caring ministry, but also a prophetic edge as we follow Jesus. We want our mission groups and mission committee to be the conscience of the church, calling us back to biblical faith, to God’s call for justice and peace.
 
All of these ministries are terribly important and worthy of our financial support. But that’s not the main reason we give to the church. 
 
The main reason for giving to God’s work through this church is to deepen our own spiritual life. Giving our money is a spiritual practice—like prayer, like worship. That’s why I’ve long said that the most important part of worship is the offering. 
 
Let me explain. Money is a god in this culture. We tend toward the worship of money. More, more, more! When the stock market was soaring in the late 90’s, we were all dancing around the golden calf. We were all in a high tech frenzy. Then we got the wind knocked out of our sails, and the golden calf came crashing down.
 
I worry about the golden calf. We like money and all the things it can provide. But it’s also dangerous. We need the church and faith to remind us that God is our God, not money. When I give my money to God’s work, this is one step toward de-throning the money god and the power it has over us. “You shall love the Lord your God with your heart, mind, soul and strength”---and your pocketbook too! I’ve always liked Sam Houston’s famous line, “When I got baptized, my pocketbook got baptized too.”
 
In our text for today Jesus is sitting in the Temple, watching people come up to the treasury to give their money. It’s fascinating that he did this with such an open attitude. This would be like Jesus sitting here next Sunday, beside the collection plates, watching each of us as we deposit our pledge cards on this table. Would we be satisfied with Jesus seeing what we pledge? 
 
In Jesus’ day the treasury was made up on a number of collection boxes. They were shaped like a funnel or a trumpet, like one of those old gramophones from long ago. People would come up and drop their coins in, and the coin would roll around. You could hear the sound--- rattle, rattle, rattle-plunk. 
 
On this particular day Jesus saw lots of people giving large coins---rattle, rattle, rattle-plunk. Rattle-rattle-rattle-plunk. But then a poor woman, a widow, came and threw in two mites, less than a penny. Those coins were so thin that the sound was sliiiide-plink, sliiiide-plink. Jesus called his disciples and told them, “This is the truth…this poor widow has thrown in more than all the people, for all of them threw in their contributions out of their abundance; but she has given out of her poverty.” 
 
We might think that the woman would look at her impoverished situation and say, “I’m sorry, but I can’t give. I’ve got to eat, pay for my apartment, help my grandson, and feed my cat. I’m afraid I can’t give anything. I’m afraid---. I’m afraid. 
 
We would expect her to be afraid. When the stock market goes down, we get afraid---and worried that we won’t have enough. We fear that we won’t have enough to pay our kids’ college tuition bills. (We have a daughter going to college next year.) We can worry that we won’t have enough for retirement or to take the trip we’ve been planning. In our fear we might decide to cut back, to hold back with God’s work. 
It’s a matter of faith versus fear. Which one will win? We have a choice – the faith choice or the fear choice.
 
The woman in the story made the faith choice. Her circumstances could have led her to fear for her economic well-being and give nothing to the church’s work. But she gave sacrificially. The story then asks us, “Are we giving sacrificially? Does our giving to God express our spiritual need rather than our fear—or some superficial impulse? (Giving $20. every now and then, when the impulse strikes?)
 
The woman’s giving expresses a certain recklessness. She might have kept one coin for herself, but she gave them both to God’s work. Real giving has a kind of outlandish quality to it, an excessive generosity, regardless of the amount. Erich Fromm said that “in the act of giving lies the expression of my aliveness.” Jesus’ praised the widow for her sacrifice, her aliveness toward God.
 
Money represents our life energy. So, the question for Pledge Sunday is “Where is God inviting me to put my life energy (my money) to use for God’s work?” How does God want us to use our life energy, so that we draw closer to God?
 
As your pastor, I will not ask you to do what I’m not willing to do. It is my responsibility to be a leader, so let me offer some leadership now. I believe that our giving is a spiritual practice, as crucial as prayer and Bible study. I need to give money to God because it’s a spiritual need in my life. Next Sunday when we pledge, Jan and I will give ten percent of our combined, after-tax income to God’s work through the ministries of Watts Street. We will be making a pledge of $8400., and we will pay that pledge monthly at $700. a month. We will give that money gladly! 
 
I know that for many of us tithing is not easy. One church in Durham encourages the members to pledge ten percent---with five percent going to the church and five percent going to other causes. That’s another practical approach. We also know that for some of us pledging is not easy. We have extenuating circumstances. We all have responsibilities---children to educate, aging parents to support, and personal health concerns. We could all decide that giving now is too uncertain, too risky. We could decide to pull back into fear. Or we could decide that this moment is God’s invitation to deepen our spiritual life.
 
When you put a figure on your pledge card for next Sunday, I hope you will do it as an act of prayer, as a spiritual practice. I hope you will not ask “What is my fair share of the budget?” I hope you will not ask, “Which of these ministries of the church most deserve my financial support?” 
 
Instead, I hope you will ask: How much money do I need to give to strengthen my spiritual life and push back the money god of this culture? How much money do I need to give to live in faith and not fear? How much money do I need to give to express my gratitude for the grace of God in my life? 
How much money do I need to give to express my love for God and for God’s work of love and compassion and justice?
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